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In  turn,  Tauschringe  sometimes  induce  gift-giving  practices  entailing  mutual 
obligation, as a result of frequent exchanges which bring participants socially 
closer. The ethnographic material I present challenges the suitability of a con-
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products, no  sale and no exchange  (umsonstladen Mitte’s  leaflet, Berlin, 
2005, original in English).
ThEsE  quoTATIoNs  hAvE  BEEN  TAkEN  FroM  ThE  Two  doCuMENTs 
through which a non-monetary exchange network (Tauschring) and a ‘free shop’ 
(Umsonstladen)  announce  their  purposes  in East Berlin. As  it  can be noted, 
both  initiatives propose  some kind of  alternative  to market  circulation and 




















situations,  such  as  the  emergence  of  gift-giving  in  commodified  contexts 
(1982: 166;  1997: 46,  56),  many  authors  have  criticised  his  dichotomi-
cal point of view for leading to a reification of the primitive / modern divide. 

















noted by Godelier (2004). Moreover, not everything that we buy and sell is a pure 
commodity (Carrier 1995: 29), and ‘not all that we give and receive is a pure 
gift’ (laidlaw 2000: 632).
Classic  anthropologists  such  as  Malinowski  (2001  [1922])  have  been 
accused of applying the norm of reciprocity in too universalistic a way (weiner 
1992: 2,  17,  149)  and  overstating  the  distance  between  the  capitalist 
west  and  the  so-called  primitive  economies  (weiner  1992: 154;  Thomas 
1991: 206). however,  these anthropologists did not deny  that  the  societies 
they observed sometimes exchanged objects in a balanced manner and with 
immediate compensation,  though  it only happened  in narrowly defined cir-














ties,  but  also  a  supposed  ubiquity  of  the  market  rule  in  the  contemporary 
west needs to be carefully considered and questioned (Godelier 2004: 196). 


























capitalism  ‘has  not  done  away  with  people’s  need  to  have  their  objects  be 
possessions nor has it abolished the need to transact possessions in personal 
relationships’ (1995: 11).
Carrier  understands  the  Maussian  model  as  a  continuum  between  com-
modity and gift relations, the first being impersonal and transitory, the second 
personal and long-lasting. Then he goes on to affirm that objects fitting one 
of  the  two poles  are  rare. however,  our  society  favours  an  ‘ideology of  the 
gift’ derived from the segregation of home and work as paradigmatic examples 
of the social and economic spheres. As a result of this divide, a non-Mauss-
ian popular conception of the gift  is constructed  in the west. Gift-giving  is 


























is  also possible whenever  an object  becomes priceless  and  acquires  another 
kind of worth. This is the result of typically cultural processes such as singu-
larization and sacralization.
Following  the mentioned authors,  in  this  article,  the notions of  gift  and 
commodity will be taken as paradigmatic cases rather than as empirical reali-
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taxation  and  delegitimated  the  national  currency.  Community  currencies 
reappeared in Germany after the II world war. They were promoted by the 




(‘free money’)  theory,  applied  it  to  the  self-help  experiences  that  emerged 
in the late 70s and early 80s. At the same time in the German democratic 
republic, although the gift and the informal economy had acquired a great 
importance (Berdahl 1997), no attempts  to  formalise  those practices were 
made (schröder 2006).
















shops’ (Umsonstläden)  respectively.  It  is our purpose to check  if  the gift and 
commodity anthropological notions are indeed underlying the two empirical 
realities, as it may seem at first.
Projekte based on balanced exchange: the example of Tauschringe
The  first  experiences considered here are  those based on exchanges  in kind 
(tauschen), involving either goods or services. Transactions take place without 






likelihood of  successful  transactions. donors may obtain  compensation not 
directly from the first receiver but indirectly from a third person, which sets up 
the circular (Ring) functioning of the system.
























irrespective  of  their  social  status:  just  the opposite  of what happens  in  the 
labour market.
More  precisely,  Tauschringe  are  exchange  networks  where  people  provide 





















not  too  far  from  zero.  In  some  Tauschringe,  inferior  and  superior  limits  are 
set  in order  to prevent deviant behaviours. All  these  requirements  concern-
ing  the  equal  value of  the  transacted  goods  and  services  generate  a  certain 
amount of bureaucracy which may eventually give way to the creation of jobs 
to be  remunerated  in  the Tauschring’s own units. usually, a core of activists 
gets involved in coordination tasks, while mere users participate only through 















on  economic  or  on  social  targets  and  the  definition  of  exchange  units  and 
value equivalences. This on-going discussion, pointed out by Pierret (1999),15 
became evident as well during the federal meeting of German Tauschringe  in 
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unemployed people, for instance, are supposed to be given an opportunity 







being. The similarity between this  idea and that of  social capital  (Bourdieu 




























































Projekte based on gift-giving: the example of Umsonstläden
Gift-giving  (schenken) Projekte  are  inspired  by  radical  attitudes  against  capi-





















































Contrary  to  what  happens  in  charity  and  welfare  institutions,  in  the 
Umsonstladen there is no target group to whom the Projekt is addressed. This 
is explicitly argued as a condition to avoid stigmatisation and exclusion, and 







The  infrastructure of  the  ‘shop’  is minimal:  a  squatted ground  floor  fur-
nished with shelves. A diversity of goods can be found there: clothes, books, 
records,  toys,  shoes,  household  items,  small  pieces  of  furniture,  accessories 
for babies, small appliances, etc. In addition, services and bulky objects (not 































No.  They  value  things  of  course  depending  in  their  monetary  value  and 

















In addition, even  if  it  is explicitly  forbidden,  there are also people  sell-





















these  things  are.  you  can  see  that  when  the  thing  is  broken  […].  Those 
are  people  who  only  think  about  themselves  and  about  their  relation  to 
that thing they can’t throw away. They construct an alibi: perhaps someone 
could still use  it. But they don’t think about a specific person who could 
really use  it.  If  they  thought about  that,  they would  realize  immediately, 
























within  the  general  panorama  of  the  organised  alternatives  to  market  con-
sumption, Tauschringe and Umsonstläden represent different aspirations. while 
the former retain the  logic of balance in exchange and promote a notion of 











distinct  circulation patterns:  that of  exchanging and  that of  giving away. 
An immediate reaction would be to match them to the models of market-like 
balanced exchange and of gift-giving respectively. Indeed, roughly considered, 









what  anthropologists  have  defined  as  gift-giving  and  commodity  exchange. 
Following Gregory’s conception of the gift, for example, neither in Tauschringe 
nor in Umsonstläden do we usually find ‘relations between non-aliens by means 
of  inalienable  things’  (1997: 52).  And  what  he  understands  by  commodity 












































a  commodity  in  the  past,  as  the  former  owner  purchased  it  and,  conse-
quently, appropriated it as his or her singular possession, at least for a while. 
 Afterwards, if someone takes this object away and sells it in a flea market, it 
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munity  realm,  where  long-term  transactions  aiming  at  social  reproduction 
take place. Indeed, it is the Projekte’s purpose to grow apart from labour work 
and  from  a  market  sphere  where  competition,  profit  and  accumulation  are 
the main motives. Accordingly, objects and services are not standardised, and 
value is not related to prices fixed through supply and demand mechanisms. 








second-hand  market.  Especially  in  the  Tauschring  example,  the  participants’ 
social involvement with each other is a central goal of the organisers.
29  herrmann (1997) and Crewe and Gregson (1998) have also showed that gift-like ‘anomalies’ can 



















Nevertheless,  it  is  reported  that,  for  frequent  participants,  transactions 





















reproduction  (Parry  and Bloch 1989: 23). The  supposedly  contractual,  free 
decisions  taken by people  in  their  first  transactions may turn  into commit-
ment with other participants as they become socially closer. Going back to G.’s 
case, she may get involved in the other person’s preparations for Christmas not 






















and  independent  from  previous  and  future  actions.  Thus,  transactions  are 
not  intended  for  the  social  reproduction of a potential  community of users 






not  the Projekt’s  spirit,  but  they  are not  supposed  to be determined by  the 
social relations in which participants are inscribed.30




30  But some   Umsonstladen  activists hold  that,  even  if people using  the  ‘shop’ do not get  to know 
each other, they share ideological and moral values which bind them together in an abstract manner. 
For instance, they disapprove of the profit motive, criticise material accumulation, claim for austerity 














to  all  this,  the  act  of  appropriation  seems  not  to  be  different  from  that  of 














‘Indian gifts’ in Berlin
so, how can we define transferences occurring in a self-proclaimed non-market 
(or  even  anti-market)  context,  but where  reciprocation  is not  expected  and 


























is  completely alienated  from the donor,  there  is no obligation  to give back, 
and the transaction does not inaugurate or reinforce a social relation between 
participants. For Parry,  the  ‘Indian gift’ denies  the ubiquity of  the norm of 
reciprocity and allows  to  consider  a  category of  gifts not  considered  in The 


















realm – derives paradoxically  from  the  capitalist  ideology  itself.  In  contem-
porary contexts, where economy and society are disembedded, non-capitalist 
economic logics are restricted to spheres such as the household or, as in our 
case,  the  specific  experiments of  social movements.  In  turn,  these marginal 
spheres  tend  to be  redefined as a  total negation of  the market  logic, which 
results in the so-called ‘ideology of the gift’ (Carrier 1995) or of the ‘pure gift’ 






In our kind of  society, gifts come to  represent  something entirely diffe-
rent. Gift-exchange  –  in which persons  and  things,  interest  and disinterest 
are merged – has been fractured, leaving gifts opposed to exchange, persons 
opposed to things and interest to disinterest. The ideology of a disinterested 
gift  emerges  in  parallel  with  an  ideology  of  a  purely  interested  exchange 
(1986: 458).
The  author  pursues  his  argument  by  stating  that  ‘those  who  make  free 
and unconstrained contracts in the market also make free and unconstrained 










The  ethnographic  materials  presented  here  have  showed  that  neither  Taus-
chringe nor Umsonstläden approaches, two distinct attempts  to promote non-











not be  considered  as  genuine manifestations  of  the Maussian  gift  provided 
35  The same ideology inspires the ethic of disinterested giving promoted by Christian charity and by 
other religions (Parry 1986: 468; laidlaw 2000: 627, 632).
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